I n the history of higher education in the West, a dominant worldview has existed in almost any given place and time. Typically the balance between religious believers and seekers on one hand and doubters and skeptics on the other hand is more consistent among the general populace than in the college and university faculties. For example, in the United States the early college faculties were more religious than was society in general while in the modern period just the opposite is true. Colleges tend to institutionalize what at any given time is the majority view of their power brokers. On the eve of the founding of the American colonies and through the colonial era, the prevailing intellectual milieu in British higher education was provided by the official religion of the realm, the Anglican Confession.
The seventeenth-century Anglican colleges, Oxford and Cambridge, had their origin in the earliest era of European college founding in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. The first universities included Bologna (1158, probably earlier in informal organization), Paris (1150), and Oxford (1167). Cambridge (1209) and perhaps 20 other institutions joined them after 1200 in what Richard Hofstadter calls "the first great century of university development." Bologna emphasized civil and canon law, while Paris stressed theology and the arts, including philosophy. Oxford and most of the later Northern European institutions followed the Paris example.
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The early universities emerged from the monastic and cathedral schools and were highly clerical in vocational preparation. The students wore the tonsure indicative of their priestly preparation. Although generally the medieval period is not known for its intellectual openness, the first institutions with their emphases on the scholastic method of debate and disputation were remarkable for encouraging the students to understand multiple positions on the major issues. Also, the instructors received a large measure of respect and thus recognition from both the clerical and political authorities. The fact that the latter powers were jealously guarding their prerogatives vis-à-vis one another was to the benefit of the intellectual freedom of the scholars. For example, in the earliest known written reference to academic freedom, Pope Honorius III in 1220 encouraged the University of Bologna to defend its "scholastic freedom" against the efforts of the local civilian authorities to demand a pledge of allegiance by its students to the city. Also, the first university founded by a pope, the University of Toulouse (1229), promoted itself to students with claims of scholastic liberty. William Hoye argues that in the period before the rise of the national university, patriotism was considered to be inconsistent with the idea of scholarly freedom.
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In general, the church and state allowed much liberty to the universities as long as their discussions remained "academic." When, however, the promotion of novel ideas threatened to lead to popular uprisings against the vested ideas and powers of the church and/or state, then the general tolerance could be quickly withdrawn. One can count 50 or so cases of judicial proceedings involving charges of heterodoxy against academic masters in the 1200-1400 period. These bold scholars called for a more spiritual religion and sided with the state over the papacy in the struggle between the two for temporal power. Most left their teaching positions but found the physical protection of a political ruler. Hus, of course, was burned at the stake. 4 In general, as academic freedom specialist Richard Hofstadter concludes, "the medieval period was neither the nightmare of dogmatism, cruelty, and suppression that it was held to be by the rationalist scholars of the nineteenth century nor the magnificently open ground for free expression that some modern medievalists at times seem to be portraying."
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The English Reformation, as it worked through its several stages, brought a significant reduction in freedom of expression in the universities as well as in society as a whole. Henry VIII demanded pledges of loyalty through the legislation ratifying the transformation of the church from Roman Catholic status with the pope as the head to an English Catholic Church with the monarch as its head. Unlike the Lutheran and Calvinist branches of the Reformation, the driving force for the English Reformation was less theology
